"A most interesting space for the study of style occurs at the borders between ethnic groups and between the regional populations that compose them. These cutting edges harbor genres of sculpture that teach a great deal about style development and its relationship to a society's modes of thought. Current research is beginning to show that even our ideas about some ethnic groups' regional styles must now be revised. The goal of this panel is to strengthen our understanding of African sculpture styles by looking at their manifestations in these borderlands. But it is so full of repetition, layered meanings, and ambiguity that it is remarkably malleable in the hands of individuals or institutions. Thus art becomes a logical arena for the kinds of negotiations by which institutions seek authority and individuals seek personal and social identities. The fact that art, as a phenomenon possessed of so many vital characteristics, behaves in many instances as a commodity among cultures that have placed the highest value on commerce is testimony to its perceived capacities and powers.
plex vehicles of contemplation and action in most realms of social enterprise. Insightfully early, in 1958, d'Azevedo had made it clear that the Gola applied refined aesthetic attitudes to their art and artists. Thompson (1968 Thompson ( , 1973 then showed that the Yoruba also maintained refined aesthetic attitudes and put them to work in several important social and spiritual arenas. So it began to appear that aesthetic consciousness might be a rule rather than an exception in Africa. If that proved true, we might find artists and clients ready to use the manipulation of style as a resource in several expressive and symbolic arenas.
Shortly thereafter Rene Bravmann published two works that dramatically expanded our understanding of style. Recently Christopher Roy took another important step in the effort to understand the relationship between ethnicity and style. In Art and Life in Africa: Selections from the Stanley Collection (1985) , he explores the phenomenon of style centers in Africa, where artists produce traditional works for several ethnic groups at the same time, sculpting eclectically in a variety of styles while contributing significantly to the history of style development in the areas to which the works are traded. Families, clans, or workshops of artists can be involved; in the center that Roy addresses specifically, a family of sculptors works for five different ethnic groups. This is significant information because it highlights the indigenous marketability of art and the often pronounced enterprise of artists. It suggests, for example, a parallel between the production of art and the manufacture of iron, which was smelted at precolonial industrial centers and traded extensively along the networks of commerce that have long been so very important in African history (Goucher 1981 But it is so full of repetition, layered meanings, and ambiguity that it is remarkably malleable in the hands of individuals or institutions. Thus art becomes a logical arena for the kinds of negotiations by which institutions seek authority and individuals seek personal and social identities. The fact that art, as a phenomenon possessed of so many vital characteristics, behaves in many instances as a commodity among cultures that have placed the highest value on commerce is testimony to its perceived capacities and powers.
His Islam and Tribal Art in West Africa
The authors I have mentioned here are by no means the only ones who have examined ethnicity and style over the past two decades. An excursion through the back issues of African Arts, for example, reveals many more, and all of them make it clear that African art has never been a slave to ethnicity, and that ethnicity itself is a most fluid and supple designation. We see, for example, that clans are at least as important and often much more instrumental than ethnic groups in the development of styles. We see too that commerce and entrepreneurship are major ingredients in an art stew that seems consistently to place premiums on the vitality and excitement of change while nevertheless managing to keep the flavor true, which is to say "traditional." But "traditional," like "tribe," "primitive," and "witchcraft," is a term quite ripe for energetic reevaluation. I would like to end with brief references to two of those handicaps. The first involves the nature of history in our enterprise. Art historians, along with researchers in several other disciplines, have long been involved in gathering oral traditions and personal reminiscences. A growing literature now questions the meaning of oral lore as well as the means by which it is collected.3 That literature focuses on the discipline of history, but it is of great relevance to us as art historians because it bears on how we define sound field methodologies and how the people to whom we talk actually interpret and employ in their own social lives the lore we so frequently request of them and then use in our work as sources for alleged histories.
In addressing the pitfalls and complexities of doing oral history, this literature also clarifies its strengths and usefulness, and that is a contribution of great importance to us. As Africanists we often encounter difficulty with our colleagues who work on Western culture and claim to reap the benefits of written documentation. But reading the contemporary literature on oral tradition sheds light by extension on the written word's potential for unreliability. The motivations of Western scribes and chroniclers are as open to question as the motivations of people who speak from memory. It is, after all, as easy to write a lie as it is to tell one, and easy to miss a broader view or foster misapprehensions in either case.
Difficulty with scholars of Western culture regarding the nature of historical interpretation is part of a much larger problem. A horrifyingly large number of Western-art enthusiasts, be they scholars, critics, or students, still cling with an almost ferocious dedication to the notion that things African are things primitive and simple. Indeed it goes well beyond Africa. Publications and exhibitions that emphasize the bloodiness of other cultures enjoy tremendous success, for all the wrong reasons. Sieber wrote in the introduction to Sculpture of Black Africa that "far from primitive, African sculpture represents a series of complex and often highly developed traditions whose meanings and histories are beginning to emerge" (Sieber & Rubin 1968:10). Two decades later a great many of those meanings and histories have most certainly emerged, but remain largely ignored beyond the confines of our own subdiscipline. It seems to me that our audience should be much larger than the students in our classrooms and the readers of African Arts. I think we need to reach more of those who persist in being fascinated by notions we jettisoned long ago, notions that drag art down by denying its relationship to thought and actual social practices.
We can apply this point to several realms, and we should because each makes the others more serious and systematic. So let me conclude with a reference to African literature. Camara Laye, born in 1924 in Guinea to parents who had belonged to a clan that excelled in sorcery, blacksmithing, and sculpting, became one of the best-known and greatest West African authors. 
